
Holy Joy
Matthew 5:4

Bless are those who mourn.  That’s such a contradiction, isn’t 
it?   Happy are those who are sorrowful.  Happy are those who 
grieve.  Happiness is sadness.  That just doesn’t seem to make 
sense.  It is utterly ridiculous in the mind of the world.

The world, of course, tries to shun any experience of 
mourning.  Grief and mourning are things to avoid, something to 
overcome.  And to quote that life-changing book I mentioned last 
week by Martin Lloyd-Jones, “The whole organization of life, the 
pleasure-mania, the money, energy and enthusiasm that are 
expended in entertaining people, are all just an expression of the 
great aim of the world to get away from this idea of mourning and 
this spirit of mourning.”

I agree.  The great aim of the world is the sort of superficial 
happiness that is fueled by the pursuit of pleasure, the enjoyment 
of being entertained, the thrill of having fun.  Always.  
Everywhere.  In every situation.  The pursuit of happiness.  And 
the avoidance of sadness, because it is so inconsistent with that 
superficial happiness.  With that aim of doing away with grief, it is, 
of course, hard to deal with all the circumstances of real life, 
which has inevitable sorrow.  Try as hard as you can to be happy, 
trials will always come.  Try as hard as you can to avoid it, 
suffering will still come.  And if you are trained simply to seek an 
escape to that sorrow, you are destined to despair.  And to 
depression, a deep and abiding sadness that has power to 
overcome everything else in your heart and soul.

So if you live to escape the reality of grief, if you live to 
experience the superficial comfort and happiness that the world 
has to offer, then you will likely end up very, very disillusioned.  If 

your worldview says, “It’s good to be happy and bad to be sad,” 
then sooner or later the circumstances of your life will create a 
crisis which you will have no ability to handle.

Jesus says something to address that very problem.  He 
defines the blessing of true happiness, the inner affection that 
transcends external circumstances and accounts for this apparent 
contradiction, “Blessed are those who mourn.”  To understand 
that, let’s begin with an explanation of...

I. THE MEANING OF GRIEF.
The word for “mourn” refers to the experience of grief.  The 

meaning of the word is exactly as you would expect.  It refers 
most often to your experience and reaction to the death of 
someone you care about deeply.  It refers to that sadness we all 
understand, the sadness and sorrow which results from having to 
confront death.  Grief.  It is a multifaceted emotion, full of a variety 
of tangible experiences such as denial, anger, emptiness and 
even, at times, despair.

But grief is best understood in a broader context, one that 
defines what is so painful about death.  And that is,

A. The experience of loss.  
It is good to recognize that, because grief can have very 

surprising effects on some people.  Sometimes devastating.  
Sometimes it is a loss that is unrecognized.  Obviously, we 
recognize it when someone dies, but any loss, any form of a lost, 
can trigger the sadness of this emotion.  And grief itself isn’t 
wrong.  It is not sinful, nor is it spiritually immature, to grieve.  
Paul makes this point in,

1 Thes. 4:13  “But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, 
concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as 
others who have no hope.”
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So grief is normal, a normal human experience.  But in Christ, 
we still have hope.  We don’t grieve the same way as others, 
unbelievers, who do not have that hope.  So the starting point, I 
believe, of this second beattitude, is that there is sorrow in this 
world.  There is loss, because this world and everything in it is 
mortal.  It comes to an end.  That’s the context, but there is much 
more to it here.  Just as being “poor” didn’t simply mean having 
no money, but with an explicit explanation, it is “poor in spirit.”  It 
refers to the spiritual qualities of poverty, the humility and proper 
self-awareness of our standing before a holy God.

So, too, grief is used to define what is most blessed in the 
spiritual realm.  It is very similar to being poor in spirit.  They are 
very much related.  But here the focus is upon the idea of 
mourning for sin.  The sorrow produced by the awareness of your 
own sin.  The broken-hearted response to sin.  Most especially,

B. The sorrow of repentance.
Blessed are those who mourn.  Those who have a deep 

conviction of sin.  A deep and abiding sense of grief, a sadness at 
the loss of righteousness.

If I may be so personal, often, I believe, our repentance is 
limited to the sense of wrongness.  Even a sense of regret, 
perhaps though perhaps no more than the regret of being caught.  
You know its wrong and you know you shouldn’t do it, but you’ve 
done it.  And knowing the gospel and the promise of God’s 
forgiveness, you want to move on.  Immediately.  Without grief.

You don’t want anyone else confronting you with your sin, 
either.  You don’t want to have someone else point out a sin, or 
rebuke you for a particular sin.  Even if you know it’s true.  You 
want the sin downplayed.  You want to skip the stage of the 
sorrow of grief.  You want to move on, move forward, you want to 

hear the promise of  forgiveness and the declaration of grace, but 
without a sense of grief.  Or maybe you know it is sin, but it’s not 
too bad, so you tolerate it even though you confess it.  

There is no blessing in those sorts of reactions.  So let me 
give you a few biblical examples of this godly sorrow of 
repentance, beginning with,

2 Cor. 7:8  “For even if I made you sorry with my letter, I do not 
regret it; though I did regret it. For I perceive that the same epistle 
made you sorry, though only for a while. 9 Now I rejoice, not that 
you were made sorry, but that your sorrow led to repentance. For 
you were made sorry in a godly manner, that you might suffer loss 
from us in nothing. 10 For godly sorrow produces repentance 
leading to salvation, not to be regretted; but the sorrow of the 
world produces death. 11 For observe this very thing, that you 
sorrowed in a godly manner: What diligence it produced in you, 
what clearing of yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what 
vehement desire, what zeal, what vindication! In all things you 
proved yourselves to be clear in this matter.”

You see, there is in this godly grief, godly sorrow, a zeal for 
righteousness.  A zeal to be done with sin, and the loss of 
righteousness is the reason for the grief.  Not sorry you got 
caught, but sorry you are were not godly.

The Apostle Paul expresses that sorrow when he writes about 
the Christian life in,

Rom. 7:14  “For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am 
carnal, sold under sin. 15 For what I am doing, I do not 
understand. For what I will to do, that I do not practice; but what I 
hate, that I do. 16 If, then, I do what I will not to do, I agree with 
the law that it is good. 17 But now, it is no longer I who do it, but 
sin that dwells in me. 18 For I know that in me (that is, in my 
flesh) nothing good dwells; for to will is present with me, but how 
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to perform what is good I do not find. 19 For the good that I will to 
do, I do not do; but the evil I will not to do, that I practice. 20 Now 
if I do what I will not to do, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that 
dwells in me.  21 I find then a law, that evil is present with me, the 
one who wills to do good. 22 For I delight in the law of God 
according to the inward man. 23 But I see another law in my 
members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me 
into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members. 24 O 
wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of 
death? 25 I thank God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!  So then, 
with the mind I myself serve the law of God, but with the flesh the 
law of sin.”

That passage, of course, ends with a blessing, but note first 
Paul’s anguish.  I don’t want to say “he hates himself” because 
that has all sorts of psychological implications today that I do not 
intend, but he hates what he does.  He hates his sin.  He grieves 
for it so deeply that he cries out, “O wretched man that I am.”  
That’s the sorrow of repentance.  Again to quote Lloyd-Jones, 
“Here is a man who was so grief-stricken about himself that he 
cries out in that agony.  All Christians are meant to be like that.  A 
Christian man knows that experience of feeling utterly hopeless 
about himself.”

Lloyd-Jones continues, “To ‘mourn’ is something that follows of 
necessity from being ‘poor in spirit’.  It is quite inevitable.  As I 
confront God and His holiness, and contemplate the life that I am 
meant to live, I see myself, my utter helplessness and 
hopelessness.  I discover my quality of spirit and immediately that 
makes me mourn.  I must mourn about the fact that I am like 
that.”

This mourning is the realization that my sin has come from my 
heart.  My sin has come from within me.  Those words that I 

spoke.  That expression of unkindness.  That jealousy.  That 
impatience.  That quick-tempered reaction.  That impure thought, 
that lustful glance.  That indulgence of gazing with lust.  That lack 
of self-control.  The ease with which the sin overcomes me.  That 
inclination to sin and those desires for sin all come from within 
me, from within my heart.  That rebelliousness that you have for 
your parents, or for your husband.  Your contentiousness, or 
vindictiveness.  That willingness to gossip.   “For I know that 
nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh.”

Or, as David prays in,
Psalm 51:3  “For I acknowledge my transgressions, And my 

sin is always before me. 4 Against You, You only, have I sinned, 
And done this evil in Your sight—That You may be found just 
when You speak, And blameless when You judge.  5 Behold, I 
was brought forth in iniquity, And in sin my mother conceived me.  
6 Behold, You desire truth in the inward parts, And in the hidden 
part You will make me to know wisdom.  7 Purge me with hyssop, 
and I shall be clean; Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  8 
Make me hear joy and gladness, That the bones You have broken 
may rejoice.  9 Hide Your face from my sins, And blot out all my 
iniquities.”

Where does that sort of godly sorrow come from?  How can 
you come to experience it yourself?  A few practical suggestions.  
First, understand God.  Learn to know God.  Especially, his 
righteousness.  His glory.  Meditate upon Scripture that speaks 
about the glorious attributes of God.  And then compare yourself 
to him.

Second, study his law, so that you can learn the extent of sin.  
Studying the law doesn’t mean you’re a legalist.  It doesn’t mean 
that you are using the law in order to be saved.  Rather, study the 
law so that you can come to know and understand your sin.  So 
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that you can identify the full extent of your sin.

Third, pray for God’s help to examine yourself.  Ask God to 
examine you.

Ps. 139:23  “Search me, O God, and know my heart; Try me, 
and know my anxieties; 24 And see if there is any wicked way in 
me, And lead me in the way everlasting.”

Pray that God would show you you sin, and be careful, 
because he might ask other people to help.  And then pray that 
God would enable you to hate your sin.  I believe that would be 
the fullness of the depth of the sorrow of repentance.  Learning to 
hate.  “God, make me hate that sin.”  And hate your sin because 
you know that God hates it.  

Now, back to the Sermon on the Mount.  Blessed are those 
who mourn. So what, then, is,

II. THE BLESSING.
Let me go back first to Romans 7, because it is important to 

note that Paul doesn’t end with the anguished cry, “O wretched 
man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?  He 
doesn’t end with that painful and existentially unanswerable 
question.  The chapter doesn’t end there, and this sermon hasn’t 
ended either.

There is an answer to that question.  It is not hopeless.  “O 
wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of 
death?  I thank God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!”  

Paul knows the blessing.  It’s Jesus.  Paul knows the answer 
to that dilemma.  He has the hope of Jesus even as he grieves 
his sin.  It is certainly nothing less than,

A. The comfort of forgiveness.
“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.”  

Do you understand that comfort now!  It is nothing less than the 
blessing of forgiveness.  The promise of forgiveness.  The hope of 
forgiveness.  The confidence and assurance of forgiveness.

Ps. 103:8  “The LORD is merciful and gracious, Slow to anger, 
and abounding in mercy.  9 He will not always strive with us, Nor 
will He keep His anger forever.  10 He has not dealt with us 
according to our sins, Nor punished us according to our iniquities.  
11 For as the heavens are high above the earth, So great is His 
mercy toward those who fear Him; 12 As far as the east is from 
the west, So far has He removed our transgressions from us.”

Ps. 32:1  “Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, 
Whose sin is covered.  2 Blessed is the man to whom the LORD 
does not impute iniquity, And in whose spirit there is no deceit.”

Lam. 3:22  “Through the LORD’s mercies we are not 
consumed, Because His compassions fail not.  23 They are new 
every morning; Great is Your faithfulness.  24 “The LORD is my 
portion,” says my soul, “Therefore I hope in Him!””

There is the comfort.  There is the hope.  Not in your own 
pretense of Pharisaical righteousness, but in the brokenness of 
your own heart, in the grief of your own sin, here is the hope.  
“Through the LORD’s mercies we are not consumed, Because 
His compassions fail not.  They are new every morning; Great is 
Your faithfulness.”

This really is a struggle for many people, and many Christians.  
Because we often don’t experience such a consistent practice of 
forgiveness from other people, we assume God’s forgiveness is 
like that of other people.  We know other people hold grudges.  
We know other people don’t really remove the sin from us, but 
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rather keep a record of wrongs.  We know that other people do 
not love us rightly, and so, our mind convinces us, neither does 
God.

But he does.  He does love his children perfectly.  He does 
promise us to forgive us our sins, through faith in Jesus Christ.  
He does receive us on the basis of our adoption, not on the basis 
of our performance.  And even when he disciplines us, it is the 
loving discipline of a faithful father.  And his fatherly displeasure is 
something far different than holding your sins against you.

It will be disastrous for the people of God if we believe the 
wisdom of the world, and we stop talking about sin.  It will be 
disastrous to your soul if you object to or resent the declaration of 
sin as it is expressed by God’s word and applied to your own 
heart.  It will be disastrous for your walk with the Lord if all you 
want to hear about is what is positive, what is pleasant, and what 
is comfortable; if your refuse to consider your own sins such that 
your grieve and sorrow over them deeply.

The disaster can be stated simply this way, that you will not 
know the blessing!  For the blessing comes to those who grieve.  
Blessed are those who mourn.

So, do you grieve because of your sin?  Do you mourn the 
very presence of your sin, mourning the loss of your own 
godliness?  Do you hate your sin?  And will you cry out in the 
experience of all of those things, “Wretched man that I am! Who 
will deliver me from this body of death?”

If you will, then this beattitude is for you.  This blessing from 
Jesus is yours.  You shall be comforted.  In that context, consider,

Is. 61:1  “The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon Me, Because the 
LORD has anointed Me To preach good tidings to the poor; He 

has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, To proclaim liberty to the 
captives, And the opening of the prison to those who are bound; 2 
To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD, And the day of 
vengeance of our God; To comfort all who mourn, 3 To console 
those who mourn in Zion, To give them beauty for ashes, The oil 
of joy for mourning, The garment of praise for the spirit of 
heaviness; That they may be called trees of righteousness, The 
planting of the LORD, that He may be glorified.”  4 And they shall 
rebuild the old ruins, They shall raise up the former desolations, 
And they shall repair the ruined cities, The desolations of many 
generations.”

That’s what I would call,

B. The comfort of holy joy.
You see, it’s not just the objective fact of the forgiveness.  It is 

the joy of forgiveness!  The holy joy, the holy happiness, of 
knowing that God loves you.  That God forgives you.  That God is 
merciful to you.  That God is faithful to you.  

A holy joy.  And, if I may, one more quote from Lloyd-Jones, 
“So many people spend all their lives in trying to find this Christian 
joy.  They say they would give the whole world if they could only 
find it, or could be like some other person who has it.  Well, I 
suggest that in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred this is the 
explanation.  They have failed to see that they must be convicted 
of sin before they can ever experience joy...They want joy apart 
from the conviction of sin.  But that is impossible; it can never be 
obtained.  Those who are going to be converted and who wish to 
be truly happy and blessed are those who first all mourn.”

Or as Luke puts it,
Luke 6:21  “Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall 

laugh.”
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Please listen to this invitation of the gospel, and listen 
especially for how this movement from mourning to joy is the very 
definition of the covenant promise of God in salvation.  It is in the 
context and language of the Old Covenant, the prophet Jeremiah, 
but it applies to you sitting here today, perfectly.

Jer. 31:10  “Hear the word of the LORD, O nations, And 
declare it in the isles afar off, and say, ‘He who scattered Israel 
will gather him, And keep him as a shepherd does his flock.’ 11 
For the LORD has redeemed Jacob, And ransomed him from the 
hand of one stronger than he.  12 Therefore they shall come and 
sing in the height of Zion, Streaming to the goodness of the 
LORD— For wheat and new wine and oil, For the young of the 
flock and the herd; Their souls shall be like a well-watered 
garden, And they shall sorrow no more at all.  13 “Then shall the 
virgin rejoice in the dance, And the young men and the old, 
together; For I will turn their mourning to joy, Will comfort them, 
And make them rejoice rather than sorrow.  14 I will satiate the 
soul of the priests with abundance, And My people shall be 
satisfied with My goodness, says the LORD.”

The Psalmist would express our response best, and I end with 
this final word of exhortation.

Psalm 30:4  “Sing praise to the LORD, you saints of His, And 
give thanks at the remembrance of His holy name.  5 For His 
anger is but for a moment, His favor is for life; Weeping may 
endure for a night, But joy comes in the morning.”

May that joy be yours as you sit under the preaching of the 
Word of God today.
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